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THE RESEARCH UNIVERSITY’S 
CIVIC PURPOSE
Most universities were founded with a civic purpose. They have a 
fundamental obligation to apply their skills, resources, and energy 
to address the most challenging issues in society. Research 
universities have a special role to play. Through scholarship that 
combines rigorous academic standards with community 
collaboration, broadly defined, research universities can deepen 
our understanding of issues and develop practical solutions that 
will make a difference. Through teaching that combines deep 
understanding of issues with engagement in community and 
global problem solving, they can give students the knowledge, 
analytical skills, and civic disposition required to address our 
greatest challenges. 
- The Research University Civic Engagement Network (TRUCEN)2
URBAN RESEARCH 
INSTITUTIONS
THE STRATEGIC
PLAN
1. Advance Educational
Excellence
2. Engage in Research Impact
3. Strengthen Communities
4. Promote Diversity and Inclusion
5. Embrace the World
6. Build Foundational Strength
4
STRATEGIC 
OPPORTUNITIES
• Authentic, experiential learning opportunities 
for students
• Synergetic opportunities for research, drawing 
together multiple disciplines and multiple forms 
of knowing when collaboratively addressing 
complex community-based challenges
• Platforms for scholarship to have broader 
impacts 
• New funding streams focused on societal 
impacts, local and regional problem-solving
• Institutional value as a sustained, invested 
partner across the city and region
GEOGRAPHY AS 
LENS
• Stewardship of Place
• Anchor Institution Identity
• Metropolitan University
… but what of the diversity of places within 
metropolitan areas? 

Agency of Place (Gieryn, 2000)
“Place is not merely a setting or 
backdrop, but an agentic player in the 
game—a force with detectable and 
independent effects” (p. 466)
• More than a “bundle of analytic 
variables” (p. 465) 
• It is the meaning and value that is 
“interpreted, narrated, perceived, felt, 
understood, and imagined” there (p. 
465). 
NUANCE OF PLACE
NUANCE OF PLACE
NUANCE OF PLACE
NUANCE OF PLACE
NUANCE OF PLACE
Agency of Place
“Place demands our presence 
as neighbor”
Pribbenow, 2015
MAKING A COMMITMENT 
TO PLACE
Image credit: Time, Inc, 2017
Neighborhood-embedded Community Engagement Centers
✓ Guided by an internal and community advisory council
✓ Platform to engage teaching and research with community agendas
✓ Staffed by people from/ knowledgeable about the community
✓ > 15 year commitments
✓ Dean/ School Involvement
Phase 1: Increased 
Access through Trust 
Building and Partner 
Development
Phase 2: Joint Agenda 
Development that 
yields Deep, 
Multidisciplinary 
Engagement
Phase 3: Sustained 
Involvement and 
Capacity Building 
supported by 
community-based 
infrastructure
PLACE-BASED 
TRAJECTORY
Agency of PlacePlace Building (Kimball & Thomas, 2012)
“…the degree to which an organization
values and invests in its social and geographical 
location, its “local community”—i.e., how it 
actively creates place from space (Tuan, 1977). 
…[A]ll community engagement, whether it be 
participatory and reciprocal or technocratic and 
linear, represents a kind of place-building 
practice whose outcomes— economic and social 
relations, ethical conduct, construction and 
treatment of built and natural environments—
embody a set of intrinsic beliefs and values 
motivating engagement strategies.”
Influenced by 
Community 
Development/ 
Community 
Planning 
Processes
Attentive to 
Boundary-
spanner 
Capacity 
Building
Explicitly 
oriented toward 
Democratic 
Civic 
Engagement 
Responsive to 
place
4 Frames
Influenced by Community 
Planning/ Development
Image credit: Time, Inc, 2017
•Joining the ecosystem
•Learner, supporter, resource 
partner
•Mindful of scale
Attentive to Boundary 
Spanner Capacity Building
Image credit: Time, Inc, 2017
• Knowledgeable of (and 
proficient in) best practices of 
engaged scholarship
• Prepared for the context
• Attuned to closed, open, 
& invited spaces
• Culturally humble, 
Collaborative, Active 
Listener, Asset-oriented, Looped 
for action
Oriented to Democratic 
Civic Engagement
Saltmarsh, Hartley, & Clayton, 2008
Responsive to Place
Responsive to the 
interpreted, 
narrated, 
perceived 
(Gieryan, 2000) 
sense of place:
• Histories
• Sociocultural 
Environment
• Power dynamics
• Community 
trauma
“Instead of making the community fit into the culture of 
the University, I would say, have the University engage 
and try to fit into the culture of that is already there, 
because that is something that has been there for 
generations and generations.”
“We know that there’s been a lot of studies [and] research 
done and nothing’s happened, so it’s like okay, we’ve 
been through this before, and I’m not answering any 
more questions.  [People] are just suspicious. ‘You’re 
getting this information so that you can be more effective 
in gentrification.’ And that’s normal when you’re looking 
at an institution as huge and as powerful as Pitt..."
